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The purpose of this journal is “to promote a climate of respect,
understanding and sharing between Jewish and Christian communities;
not only for the exercise of love and appreciation of the other, but also for
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Editorial

The Decomposition of Family

Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.

F

igures and statistics are indeed eloquent in loudly
mourning the death of family.
Divorces, spouse, child and parental abuses are some of the
many symptoms of this decomposition.
Is it too late to save the family? Can the husband reconcile
with his wife when he is already
involved with another woman?
Can the father be responsible for
his children when he is too busy
making money? Can the children respect their parents when
they are too concerned with their
immediate pleasure? Family values have become a virtue to sneer

at or to disparage.
A rabbi and a Christian counselor have joined their call in this
special issue of “Family,” echoing the old biblical ideal for life
and happiness. This call must
be heard if we want to survive
as human beings. The ancient
sages warned us about it: “If a
man sins against those of his
own household, he will inevitably come to sin against his
neighbor” (Tanna de-ben
Eliyahu, 289). In this question,
it is not just a few humans that
are threatened, it is our society,
the survival of mankind that is
at stake.
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Interview

Rabbi Elliot B. Gertel

Rabbi Elliot B. Gertel has
been spiritual leader of Congregation Rodfei Zedek in Chicago
since 1988, after having been
Rabbi of Congregation Beth ElKesei Israel in New Haven. He
has served as a board member of
Tower One-Tower East and the
New Haven Federation and
J.C.C., and as Co-chairman of
the Joint Television Commission
of the Jewish Federation and the
Chicago Board of Rabbis. He is
past President of the Hyde ParkKenwood Interfaith Council. He
has been a board member and
presenter to the Jewish Historical Societies in New Haven and
Chicago. He is a contributing
editor of Conservative Judaism
(New York) and Jewish Spectator (Los Angeles), and is film and
TV reviewer for the National
Jewish Post and Opinion (Indianapolis). He has written extensively on American Jewish history and literature.
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S

habbat Shalom:*
What is family?
Gertel: In Judaism family (mishpahah)
means
.
much more than a nuclear family consisting of parents and children. The term has to do with
various generations within a biological family which the nuclear
family is part of, and the extended family of uncles and
aunts.
Moreover, going back to the
Bible the term mishpahotam,
.
“their families,” was used to describe the different Israelite
tribes. Therefore, in its ultimate
sense the family has to do with
the Jewish people as a whole.
Today we do not have the tribes
according to the twelve, but cer-

tainly in its ultimate sense the
family is the people.
Shabbat Shalom: What would
a portrait of the traditional Jewish family be? What are the duties of the family members, traditional family values?
Gertel: Judaism was designed
for a very long time so that the
public observance of the commandments in the synagogue and
the community fell to the man,
and the actual running of the
home and of home observances
to the woman. Women were not
obligated to perform any of the
rituals that had time-bound
things, like evening and morning
services that had to be done at
such and such a time. Men were
obliged, but not women because

they were bounded by duties for
children and other things. Technically it was the father’s role to
teach the sons the Torah and give
them the informal education.
The mother’s duty was to be with
the daughters and show them
how to keep the home.
However, I do not think that
in Judaism the economics and
social aspects of the home are
very strictly defined. I am going
back to Proverbs 31, the description of a worthy woman. She is
the one who cares for the home;
she makes clothes for the family,
prepares meals, but she is also in
the market place selling things,
in the house making clothes.
Actually, in Eastern Europe the
woman was running the store
while the husband was studying
the Torah. Furthermore, any of
the prayers that men do at home,
women can do as well, and vice
versa. The woman is traditionally assigned to light the Shabbat
candles, but she can also say the
Kiddush prayer that sanctifies the
Shabbat for the family if there is
no man in the house to do it. In
more recent times women
wanted to be equally involved in
public worship, and so it was declared that if they wanted to take
on themselves some public obligations as a permanent kind of
status, they could do that. So, for
these reasons it is very hard to
picture one kind of portrait of the
family and each member’s role,
and this is so even more in modern times.
Speaking of family values,
certainly the emphasis in Judaism
is that family should be held together. The family members are
expected to respect and support
one another. Both parents,
grandparents, uncles, aunts, and

In Judaism family (mishpahah)
means much
.
more than a nuclear family consisting of
parents and children. The term has to do with
various generations within a biological family
which the nuclear family is part of . . . . In its
ultimate sense the family has to do with the
Jewish people as a whole.
the community of the synagogue
have their important and unique
roles in nurturing the children.
The children are required by the
commandment to honor their
parents and care for them. The
husband and wife should live in
mutual devotion and respect.
There are many Bible accounts
that illustrate exemplary family
interrelationships—and many
more that relate the drama and
beauty of a family holding together despite terrible odds and
circumstances.
Shabbat Shalom: There is a
Jewish proverb that says: “God
could not be everywhere, so He
created mothers.” It seems that
the mother occupied a unique
place in the home. Could you
elaborate a little bit more on this
highly respected view of the
mother?
Gertel : Oh yes, that is a very
nice proverb. In Judaism the
mother is depicted as having unlimited compassion for her children. She brings life to the earth
and nurtures that life. You remember the description of an
honorable woman in Proverbs
31. She is really worthy of all
praises of her husband and children.
Yet, there is something more
than mother’s love and compassion that makes the mother wor-

thy of such a high respect. As I
have already said, the public
observances of the commandments in the synagogue fell to the
father, while the home observances fell to the mother. The
latter ones were viewed as more
important because they kept
people Jewish even more than the
synagogue, which is a big problem to us today because many
homes have no such observance
and rely only on the synagogue
and the Hebrew school.
Shabbat Shalom: Now that
you have mentioned the home
observances, can we say that the
Jewish home is “a small temple”?

There is something
more than mother’s
love and compassion
that makes the
mother worthy of
such a high respect.
Gertel: Indeed, the Jewish
home is a small temple, and many
Jewish rites and ceremonies center on the home. For example,
the table of the home became as
it were the Altar of the Temple,
and the dietary laws preserved
were the last connection to the
system of sacrifices. Thus every
Winter 1999 / SHABBAT SHALOM 5

meal with blessings and prayers
said before and after it was an act

mation. In Judaism the religious
holidays are the most important.
Many of them are joyous and

There are many Bible accounts that illustrate
exemplary family interrelationships—and
many more that relate the drama and beauty
of a family holding together despite terrible
odds and circumstances.
of worship. The home is the place
of worship and studying the Torah.
Now, to make a connection
with your previous question, it
was really the role of the mother
to be involved in getting the
home ready to be of kind of a
second sanctuary, which was designed for different holidays’ observances, although each member
of the family participated in some
way. She was the one that would
light the candles for the Shabbat
and the Festivals. She cared for
the dietary laws to be observed,
and prepared different foods and
other things for the holidays.
Therefore, the life of Judaism
has been sustained at home primarily. Statistics have shown that
in homes where the dietary laws
were kept children were more
prone to feel comfortable in traditional synagogues. Otherwise,
even that was lost.
Shabbat Shalom: In Western
society families enjoy birthdays,
Thanksgiving, the Mother’s Day,
etc. What are the most important events in the life of the Jewish family?
Gertel: Interestingly, traditionally birthdays were not emphasized too much for various
reasons. Certainly my grandmother had an idea of the season
of her birth. She knew my birthday well, but hers was an approxi6 SHABBAT SHALOM / Winter 1999

appealing because of all their activities.
Let’s take some of them for
example. Rosh Hashanah, the
beginning of the Jewish Year, is a
time when parents and children
go to the synagogue to recall the
blessings of the past year and pray
that the year ahead should be a
good one. At home, special foods
are prepared for dinner. Apples
and honey are always included as
a symbol of the hope for a coming sweet year. Sukkot is the holiday when we recall that the Hebrews dwelt in huts (sukkah) on
their journey from Egypt through
the desert to the land of Israel.
Now, families are making their
own huts, decorating them with
branches and fruits. It is a time
of special thanksgivings.
Hanukkah is a jolly festival
when the candles in the Menorah
are lighted. There is a festive
meal, and gifts are happily exchanged. Especially children enjoy this holiday. Then, of course,
the Passover Seder is a wonderful
time for families to get together.
We invite many guests. It is a
really tough holiday: the whole

house has to be cleaned, other
sets of dishes have to be prepared,
etc. A lot falls on women, but
men are helping a little bit more
today. There are many other
meaningful holidays like Shavuot
or Yom Kippur.
Shabbat Shalom: What about
Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah?
Gertel: Bar Mitzvah is the ceremony when a thirteen-year-old
boy becomes an adult member of
the Jewish community. Bat
Mitzvah is a fairly recent thing.
The first Bat Mitzvah was held
in the 1920s by Mordecai M.
Kaplan, with his own daughter.
Girls were regarded as coming to
religious maturity at the age of
twelve.
In earlier times, for example
in Europe, it was not done on
Shabbat, but some day during the
week. We read the Torah on
Monday and Thursday mornings. The bar-mitzvah boy would
read one of those texts assigned
for that day. After that there
would be a festive meal, and after it would be a regular work
day. So, it has only fairly recently
become a big thing on Shabbat.
Shabbat Shalom: What does
the daily family worship look
like?
Gertel: Daily worship is generally tied to the synagogue ideally. It is more ideal to come to
the synagogue service than to
pray at home alone, even with
your family. Therefore, the daily
family worship per se is not encouraged. That belongs to the

Daily worship is generally tied to the
synagogue ideally. It is more ideal to come to
the synagogue service than to pray at home
alone, even with your family.

community.
However, there is a home
family worship when a person
gets up early in the morning and
certain prayers are said. The children can see their father taking
the Tallit, the prayer shawl, and
the Tefillin (phylacteries), black
leather boxes worn with the
straps on the head and left arm
containing four key Bible passages. In Europe the mother
prayed at home from a women’s
prayer book. In the evening, at
bedtime, parents read the Shema
with their children. Further-

In Judaism the religious holidays are the most
important. Many of them are joyous and
appealing because of all their activities.
the portrait of the Jewish family
becomes less idyllic in these modern times. The Jewish community goes where the society goes,
and it does what the Christian
community does. You see, if you
had asked that question maybe
twenty or twenty-five years ago I
would have said that things like
drinking and wife-beating were

The Jewish home is a small temple, and
many Jewish rites and ceremonies center on
the home.
more, blessings for the bread that
begin the meal and blessings after the meal are also part of the
daily home worship. Interestingly, the Tradition says that a
hundred blessings need to be said
a day for various things like new
clothes, weather, etc. So children
are learning about Judaism also
from these more spontaneous
blessings and acts their parents
are doing every day.
Shabbat Shalom: Because of
home traditions and values we
have just discussed, the Jewish
home has remained a bastion of
strength over the hundreds of
years. However, as the film Fiddler on the Roof illustrates, the
traditional Jewish family has experienced some changes. Have
modern trends that have
brought breakdown in family
structure in Western society had
a serious impact on the Jewish
family too?
Gertel: Yes. Unfortunately,

much more common among
other groups than among the
Jews. However, social trends like
divorce, abortion, alcoholism,
single motherhood, even child
and wife abuse have brought
strain on family life. Divorce was
always permitted in Judaism, but
it tended to be rare in Jewish
communities. One rabbi said
that the Altar wept when somebody divorced the wife of his

were even more strict about the
Gentiles than the Jews when the
matter of abortion was concerned. In the case of a Gentile
mother, abortion was allowed
only when the life of the mother
was in danger. The reason for that
can be seen in the wide practice
of abortion among the Romans,
and that was a Jewish attempt to
preserve all life, because the Jews
always viewed the commandment
to multiply and be fruitful to refer to the Gentiles also.
Interdenominational marriages are also a real challenge today. In Judaism a wedding is defined as a marriage between two
Jewish persons, so I personally
discourage mixed marriages. But,
of course, once it happens we try
to welcome them. Yet it is very
hard for obvious reasons.
Shabbat Shalom: What has
the Jewish community undertaken to combat the disintegration of the family?
Gertel: There are programs
oriented to family education

Every meal with blessings and prayers said
before and after it was an act of worship.
youth. So high incidence of divorce is really a modern trend.
The Talmud discourages the
practice of abortion, but it allows
abortion in the case when the life
or even psychological health of
the mother is in danger. Actually it is an imperative that the
life of the mother is to be saved.
Interestingly, the Jewish laws

where in synagogue the parents
and children have classes together. Then, there are premarital programs and counseling
teaching about various aspects of
married life. Still, I have to say,
all these things are not as good as
what the Catholics have been
doing. But we do have Jewish
Family Services in each commuWinter 1999 / SHABBAT SHALOM 7

nity of any size that offer a number of seminars and support
groups.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the
differences between the Jewish
and Christian families?

from the rich Jewish tradition to
be the leading principle for our
families?
Gertel: I am very reluctant to
give any formula in the sense that
I do not want to be self-satisfied

Today when you have two working parents,
they need to set some time aside to
communicate and say prayers with their
children, especially on Shabbat. Every one of
us has to do his/her best to preserve family and
its values. This is the mitzvah, our obligation.
Gertel: Well, I don’t know.
My response to that question
would be more in the terms of
hope that there is not much difference between the Jewish and
Christian families in terms of
nurturing the children, the commitment between the husband
and wife, etc. It would be very
sad if there are many differences.
As Anna Karenina said: “Every
happy family is alike, and every
unhappy family is unhappy in its
own way.” The Jews have always
considered God’s commandment

One rabbi said that
the Altar wept
when somebody
divorced the wife of
his youth.
to multiply and be fruitful to refer to every man, so as far as family happiness is concerned the
Jews never wanted there to be any
difference.
Shabbat Shalom: Would you
share with us an example of a
model family or some insights
8 SHABBAT SHALOM / Winter 1999

about the Jewish family, because
when that happens the particular flavor and values of it may be
taken for granted and
even disappear. The
best example of that is
Philip Roth, an author
and essayist, who was
often making fun of
mothers and fathers in his novels, saying that he was permitted
to do so because he himself was a
Jew by birth and thus inevitably
a better Jew than somebody who
converted to Judaism. What
counted, he said, was his Jewish
background. Now, this is a great
insult from our Jewish point of
view. Tribalism is not what family is about.
I would recommend to you at
least two books written by Jewish authors that talk about family life and values. The first one
is The Rabbinic Mind by Max
Kadushin, which talks about concepts that grew out of the Talmud
and were observed in Jewish
homes. The second one is The
Brothers Ashkenazy by I. J. Singer,
a novel which is about the time
when the Hasidic life began to

disintegrate under the Industrial
Revolution. It is one of the best
statements of what happened to
families and family relationships
when modernity crept into Poland and other centers of Jewish
life in the time between the two
wars and even earlier.
As for the guiding principle, I
would point to the concept of
mitzvah, of being holy by doing
God’s commandments. We need
to be decent human beings and
do more and more acts of holiness including giving, helping
others, helping the community in
general. Today when you have
two working parents, they need
to set some time aside to communicate and say prayers with
their children, especially on
Shabbat. Every
one of us has to
do his/her best
to preserve family and its values. This is the
mitzvah, our obligation.
Shabbat Shalom: We have already seen a portrait of a worthy woman in the Proverbs 31.
Maybe we could conclude this
interview with a portrait of a
worthy husband!
Gertel: Well, I think that was
in whatever book women wrote
in that time which unfortunately
we do not have.
Shabbat Shalom: So, it is now
up to women to write such a
book, isn’t it? Rabbi Gertel,
thank you so much for your willingness to take part in this interview.

Tribalism is not
what family is
about

*Interview by Dragoslava Santrac,
now a teacher at the Belgrade Theological Seminary in Belgrade, Yugoslavia.

Interview

Kay Kuzma

Kay Kuzma, Ed.D., is
founder and speaker of Family
Matters and host of radio and
television programs. She has
written hundreds of articles and
dozens of books for the family,
including Creating Love, Easy
Obedience, and Belonging.
She received an M.A. in child
development from Michigan
State University and an Ed.D.
in early childhood education
from UCLA and has developed
child-development programs
and taught in universities for
over 25 years. She is currently
writing from the mountains of
Tennessee where she and her husband have “retired” to begin a
new ministry building a home
church, and starting a school in
Baja, Mexico, teaching English
and computer skills to help families break their cycle of poverty
and find a better way of life.

S

habbat Shalom:
How would you
define family from a
Christian point of view?
Kuzma: In the traditional
sense family means a group of
related individuals, either
by marriage, birth or adoption,
who celebrate a healthy
intradependence and are bonded
together by love and meaningful
relationships. A Christian family
would be all this, plus Christ.
The uniqueness of a Christian
family is their deep desire to pass
on to the next generation biblically-based moral values and an
experiential relationship with
God through prayer, worship,
and religious activities, rituals
and services.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the
duties of family members to

achieve this ideal?
Kuzma: Simply put: To love
God and each other. If family
members were truly “Christian,”
living by Jesus’s golden rule to
treat each other as they would
like to be treated and asking with
each encounter, “What would
Jesus do?” the ideal could be met.
Unfortunately, many Christians
are like the Apostle Paul, wondering, “Why do I do what I don’t
want to do, and don’t do what I
should do?” The reason is that Satan has “done a number” on us,
causing hurt, heartache and rejection—and we end up treating
others as we have been treated! If
there is no healing, the pain gets
passed down “unto the third and
fourth generation,” the Bible
says; but we only know three or
four generations. Actually, unWinter 1999 / SHABBAT SHALOM 9

healed pain just keeps getting
passed down—until today many
“Christian” families are a mess!
What is the duty of family members to achieve the ideal of a
healthy family? Deal with the
psychological pain of your past,
forgive those who have caused it,
and learn how to get
the unconditional
love message across
to each other without the interference
of criticism, anger,
and looks of frustration and disappointment.
Shabbat Shalom:
What is the role of
the woman, of the
mother in a Christian home?
Kuzma: Ah!
Now you ask the
tricky question! If I
give the traditional
answer: The mother
is to be the nurturer
and the father the
breadwinner, I will have alienated
75% of the moms and dads in
Christian families! The role of a
woman is to be a helpmate to a
husband who loves her as much
as Christ does. Within those parameters each husband and wife
must unselfishly determine what
is best for each other and their
children—and secondly, what is
best for any other family member who may be dependent on
them.
Shabbat Shalom: What is the
role of the father, of the husband
in a Christian family?
Kuzma: The father is the priest
of the family—the spiritual
leader, teacher and nurturer. First
of all, this means he must live a
holy life, so he can intercede be-

fore the Lord for his family, much
as the high priest did in the Israelite sanctuar y. Secondly,
throughout the day there should
be religious instruction, the telling of Bible stories, and the sharing of miracles and object lessons
(see Deuteronomy 6).
But being
the spiritual
leader means
much more. Let
me explain:
Each person in
the family has a
spirit within.
Sometimes it
might be up—
joyful, happy,
contented—
and sometimes
down—angry,
fearful,
depressed, jealous, or sad. I
believe the father is responsible for maintaining a healthy
“spirit” within the family (with
the help of the Holy Spirit).
When someone is down, it is his
responsibility to listen, to pray,
and to restore a “right” spirit
within, or find the professional
help necessary for healing. When
fathers take this on as their mission, something happens within
the family; there is healing, and
a love bond is created that is so
powerful that nothing can destroy it.
However, the interesting fact
is: alone, most fathers are incapable of performing this role!
That’s where a man needs the
helpmate God created for him.
Women (in general) are more intuitive, more insightful about relationships, and more in tune

The uniqueness of a
Christian family is
their deep desire to
pass on to the next
generation biblicallybased moral values
and an experiential
relationship with
God through prayer,
worship, and
religious activities,
rituals and services.
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with the emotional tenor of the
home. That’s why most men need
to rely on their wives to help
them tune in to each person’s
spirit, so they can perform their
role more effectively in helping
maintain a healthy spirit within
the family. And the role of the
woman? To be honest with her
husband about her own feelings
and what she perceives concerning the feelings of others.
Men need to say, “Sweetheart,
when something’s wrong, let me
know.” When they sense a down
feeling in the family, but don’t
know why, they need to ask,
“Honey, help me understand
what’s going on here so I can help
heal any wounded or hurt spirit.”
And then, like the Good Samaritan, they must take the time to
meet the physical and emotional
needs of each member of the family.
Shabbat Shalom: In Western
society, families enjoy birthdays,
Thanksgiving, Mother's Day,
Father's Day, etc. What are the
most important events in the life
of a Christian family?
Kuzma: As God instructed the
Israelites to build altars where significant events happened so that
in the future when people would
ask what the altar was for, the

The father is
responsible for
maintaining a
healthy “spirit”
within the family.
story could be told, I suggest the
same for families today. What
should the altars be? Any signifi-

cant spiritual event should be remembered.
Birthdays should be significant, not just for gifts, cake and
candles, but for the annual blessing that is bestowed upon that
special child. Write down the
positive traits you have seen in
your child that year, recalling special events where the child has
acted in an honorable way, and

Any significant
spiritual event
should be
remembered.
read them at a special birthday
celebration. Or have each family
member share one incident that
shows how special this child is and
videotape it to show through the
year. When a child doubts his or
her significance, these “books” of
remembrance can “set the record
straight”!
The very first altar in a child’s
life should be a baby dedication.
Plan something special. (See the
baby dedication materials I’ve
written for the Review and Herald Publishing Association.)
Then come baptisms and ordinations—as a worker in the
church.
Every Christian home should
be dedicated to the Lord. Plan
a ceremony where the pastor
performs this rite within the
home—sometimes saying a
prayer in each room that the
Lord will bless the people who
live there or the activities that
happen there. Make a plaque to
commemorate the event and

frame it to hang in the family
room.
Like the Israelites, families
should celebrate often! Celebrate
the achievements of family members—regardless of how small;
celebrate special events like wedding anniversaries and graduations; and celebrate the miracles.
Keep a Miracles Journal. If possible take a picture of the miracle
and attach it to the story. Then
open the book often and recall
what the Lord has done for your
family.
Shabbat Shalom: What does
daily family worship look like?
Kuzma: Family worship
should be a time to praise the
Lord! It should be fun, meaningful, interactive, Bible-oriented
and age-related! I favor short
daily story-based encounters
laced with familiar songs. Reserve
a weekly family counsel time to
more instructive material.
Equally important, however, is
the informal spiritual instruction
or discussions that should occur
throughout the day—driving to
school, washing dishes, making
beds, walking around the block,
or when rubbing backs at bedtime.
Shabbat Shalom: Have modern trends in Western society
that have caused breakdown in
the family structure had an impact on Christian families too?
Kuzma: Yes. First, the popularity of divorce as a way out of a
bad marriage—instead of commitment on the part of both to
do whatever is necessary not just
to save the marriage but to grow
in love.
Second, the acceptance of
abuse within relationships—

Like the Israelites, families should celebrate often!

Families need a good
support network of
extended family,
friends, church
members and
neighbors—that’s
what makes them
healthy!
physical, mental, emotional and
sexual. Abuse is wrong, and must
be stopped. God asks no one to
live within an abusive relationship, and until we empower individuals to stand up for their
right not to be abused, many will
continue to suffer within the
context of a “Christian” home.
Third, children growing up without a stable, committed, loving,
and strong father within the
home. Fourth, the lack of respect
to parents—of all ages. And fifth,
the attitude that “I can do it myself.” Families need a good support network of extended family, friends, church members and
neighbors—that’s what makes
them healthy!
Shabbat Shalom: What counsel would you give to fight the
disintegration of the family?
Kuzma: Pray more; ask for
God's help! And believe that with
God all things are possible (Mark
10:27). We give up too soon.
God’s timetable is not the same
as ours. There is wisdom in the
counsel, “Wait patiently on the
Lord” (Psalm 37:7). And when
problems come, get all the information you can from God’s
word, books, the internet, seminars and professional counseling.
Don’t give up!

Winter 1999 / SHABBAT SHALOM 11

I wish each Christian family could have a close
friendship with a Jewish family which mentors
them on the meaning and observance of the
Sabbath.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the
main differences you would see
between Jewish and Christian
families?
Kuzma: I see more similarities
than differences: similarities of a
strong value system, belief in
God, and belief in the importance
of family. I wish each Christian
family, however, could have a
close friendship with a Jewish
family which mentors them on
the meaning and observance of
the Sabbath. Many Sabbath-keeping Christians don’t really understand the significance of the Sabbath. The Jewish welcoming of
the Sabbath and closing ceremonies with their accompanying
blessings and prayers would be a
healthy tradition for Christian
families to adopt.
Shabbat Shalom: What particularity would characterize the
Adventist family?
Kuzma: The Adventist lifestyle
is a holistic one that encompasses
not just spiritual health, but
physical, mental and relational
health as well. No other denomination emphases education,
health, community service, and
age-graded children’s spiritual instruction as do the Adventists.
That means that those who adopt
this lifestyle generally find their
status in life improved. Adventist
Bible-based, commandmentkeeping and Christ-centered theology should translate down to

families practicing a more love-centered and freedom-oriented
lifestyle. In other words, allowing
individual choice within the
boundaries of love and limits,
rather than rigidly demanding conformance to traditional roles. And
most important, since Adventists
believe Christ is coming soon, there
should be within each Adventist
family a sense of hope in an exciting forever future.
Based on all this, Adventists
should be the most love-centered,
freedom-oriented, optimistic
people in the world! Unfortunately,
many are so tied to the pain from
their past and the demands of eking out an existence that there isn’t
much difference between Adventist
families and others!
Shabbat Shalom: Would you
share with us an example of a
model family, or some insights
as to leading principles for our
families?
Kuzma: What is a model family? One without problems? No.
There are none. Every family has
problems. Each is unique; each
has its own set of values within
the context of Christianity. Perhaps the closest to a model I
could present would be an
Adventist mother married to an
non-believing father of Jewish
heritage, and their two teenage
children.
Why would they be models?
Because each has chosen to do what
is best for their family, rather than

What is a model family? One without
problems? No.
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for themselves. Dad, for example,
began attending the Adventist
Church when the children were
born so they could have a spiritually united family. And when
mother isn’t available to lead out
in the daily family devotional, Dad
takes that role—raising the children Christian, although he himself can’t quite believe.
The family gave up their professional career network and the
dream home to move to a community where their children
could attend Adventist schools.
Mom is like a lioness fighting the
devil for her children’s souls. She
sees the bad choices she made in
the teen years, now haunting her
children (from generation to generation), but she’s not going to
give up. Instead, she has searched
out help programs and counseling; she has made it possible for
a child to get a GED instead of
attend a school program that was
damaging to the teen’s self-esteem. And even though she is a
primary bread-winner in the family, she takes significant time with
the children, listening, encouraging, and sharing. The children
have no doubt where her priorities are. And as a result, she and
her children are best friends! She
has also challenged the local
church to offer help for troubled
youth, to provide more “family”
oriented activities (rather than
age-related ones), and both she
and her husband have been active in a couple-oriented Sabbath
School program. Plus, she’s a
prayer warrior.
Follow the good you see in this
family—and with Christlike actions and God's help, you can
have a successful family.

*Interview by the editor.

Letters to the Editor

We invite you to write us!
Have you read our statement of purpose lately: “to promote a climate of ... sharing
between Jewish and Christian communities”? Do you remember Rolf Rendtorff’s being
willing to receive reactions to his interview (see Shabbat Shalom, August 1998)? Have you
ever felt you would like to respond to what you have just read in Shabbat Shalom?
Well, upcoming issues of Shabbat Shalom will include a new feature of dialogue: Letters

to the Editor. We believe that sharing and dialogue include interaction with you as readers. So send us your comments, react to our interviews, write us what you liked and what
you disliked, even if it is on recent back issues—and we may print it. Brief letters are
welcome; please include name and address. If published, your letter may be edited for space
and clarity.

Engage in dialogue and send us your correspondence by
Mail: Letters to the Editor, Shabbat Shalom, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI 49104-1535
Fax: (616) 471-6202
E-mail: sshalom@andrews.edu

We are looking forward to your feedback.
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Hebrew Scriptures

The Genesis of Family,
the Family of Genesis
Jacques B. Doukhan

God’s dream of the
human family as
outlined on the first
page of the Bible.
According to the Bible, the
family is the oldest, the very
first institution of human history. It came into being on the
sixth day, as the last work of the
divine creation, and marked the
beginning of human history.
Family did not come by itself.
The idea and the event did not
originate as a human initiative
o r a s t h e s i m p l e re s u l t o f
chance. God created family.
This extraordinary reference to
the supernatural Agent is given
in the Genesis stor y in two
ways. First, it is explicitly formulated in the report that says

that God “created them,” “in
His own image” (Genesis 1:27).
Second, it is implicitly suggested through the literary device of parallelism that relates
the two Genesis reports of Creation (Genesis 1:1-2:4a//2:4b25; see chart on page 15) and
thus brings the creation of family in the second text (Genesis
2:23-24) into connection with
the creation of Sabbath in the
first text (Genesis 2:1-3).
Family and God’s Image
To relate family to the production of God’s image conveys
a number of lessons that are
worth considering in our reflec-
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tion about the meaning and the
function of family.
Lesson of confrontation. It
first of all affirms that God’s
image can only be achieved in
that context of family where
man and woman and later child r e n a n d p a r e n t s a re c o n fronted with the vis-à-vis, the
“other” as Jewish philosopher
Emmanuel Levinas put it. You
become God’s image, that is the
fulfillment of who you are at
your best, only if you submit
yo u r s e l f t o t h a t t o u g h a n d
genuine struggle. This is one
of the spiritual messages registered in the name of Israel (see
Genesis 32:22-32). In order to

God’s image, human individuality, blossoms
only insofar as we are challenged by the other,
by his/her difference.

Family life is never monotonous. It is full of
surprises and new discoveries that make life
interesting and rich.
deserve his new name Israel,
Jacob had to wrestle with “the
Other”—God and man. God’s
image, human individuality,
blossoms only insofar as we are
challenged by the other, by his/
her difference.
Lesson of responsibility. Family is then not just a gift from
above, not just a divine creation. It also involves a response from below. Interestingly, Jewish tradition reads
this lesson of human responsibility in the plural formula,
“Let us make man in our image” (Genesis 1:26). The idea
is that God’s image in the human person is not a mere passive product, but instead a dynamic process. Man does not
just receive; he/she also responds actively and participates
in “building” the divine stamp
in him/her. Incidentally, the

Hebrew word for family is bayt
(house). To found a family
m e a n s “t o b u i l d a h o u s e”
(Deuteronomy 25:9). This language implies human effort and
hard work. Family is not just
the “home sweet home” to be
enjoyed beatifically. It is not
obtained easily. It is instead
something to build day by day,
brick by brick, with pain but
also with care, because it is
something difficult and precious to achieve and to keep.
Lesson of difference. The parallel between house and family
conveys also a lesson regarding
the nature of the ingredients
that make the family. Every
brick, ever y material of the
house has something unique
and plays a unique role that
makes it necessary for the
building. It is this uniqueness,
this variety that makes the

The Genesis Creation Story (Genesis 1-2)

house possible. The brick does
not behave like a tile and the
window does not claim to be a
chimney. Each individual is
different in his/her appearance
and in his/her character. Family life is never monotonous. It
is full of surprises and new discoveries that make life interesting and rich.
Lesson of solidarity. And yet,
every element of the house does
not stay by itself. The brick,
the tile, the window, and the
chimney serve each other; and
beyond each other, they serve
higher purposes: the society,
the universe, and God. They,
therefore, must relate to each
other, and everyone partici-

Sabbath is the family
day par excellence.
pates in making the house possible, comfortable, pleasant,
and useful. The tile does not
go its own way, and the brick
does not follow its personal inclinations. No one would dare
d e c l a re i n d e p e n d e n c e a n d

adapted from Jacques B. Doukhan, “Loving the Sabbath as a Christian: A Seventh-Day Adventist Perspective,” in The Sabbath in Jewish and
Christian Traditions, edited by T. C. Eskenazi et al. (New York: Crossroad, 1991), page 158.

Introduction
In the beginning of the Creation . . . (Genesis 1:1-2)

Introduction
In the day of the making . . . (Genesis 2:4b-6)

1. light from darkness (vss. 3-5)

1. man from dust (vs. 7)

2. firmament in heaven (vss. 6-8)

2. garden on earth (vs. 8)

3. plants (vss. 9-13)

3. dominion of man over the earth (vss. 9-15)

4. luminaries to separate (vss. 14-19)

4. tree of knowledge separated (vss. 16-17)

5. animals (vss. 20-23)

5. concern for companionship for man (vs. 18)

6. dominion of man over animals (vss. 24-31)

6. dominion of man over animals (vss. 19-22)

7. the Sabbath (2:1-3)

7. the Family (vss. 23-24)

Conclusion
These heavens and earth (vs. 4a)

Conclusion
These two, man and wife (vs. 25)
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think that it could do what it
wants and “this is none of your
business.” They all know that
they depend on each other. If
a tile breaks, the brick will suffer. Indeed, “no brick or tile is
an island.”
Family and Sabbath
The biblical connection between family and Sabbath is
not just attested in the steps of
human history in Genesis 1
and 2. This association recurs
in the beginning of the history
of Israel. In the Law given on
Mount Sinai, the commandment about family is related to

Love makes duty possible and easy and duty
makes love strong and lasting.
the commandment about Sabbath. They follow each other
in the sequence of the laws.
They are also stylistically connected since they are the only
two commandments that are
expressed positively with the
same grammatical form of the
Infinitive absolute: fourth commandment: “Remember [zakor]
t h e Sa b b a t h d a y” ( E x o d u s
20:8); fifth commandment:
“Honor [kabed] your father and
mother” (Exodus 20:12). The

“A home where Torah is not heard will not endure.”
(Intr. Tikkune Zohar, 6a)
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same association also introduces the ceremonial laws in
the book of Leviticus: “Everyo n e o f y o u s h a l l re ve re h i s
mother and his father, and keep
My Sabbaths: I am the Lord

We lost God’s dream
for mankind, and
therefore, we lost our
your God” (Leviticus 19:3).
This relationship between Sabbath and family contains a
number of important lessons.
A lesson of time. The connection between Sabbath and family teaches us what Abraham
Heschel has reminded us of,
namely that the value of time
should prevail over the value of
space. The gift of our time, the
gift of our presence is more important than the gift of objects
or of money. For Sabbath is the
day when we stop working, we
stop achieving and valorizing
space and things. It is the day
when we learn to have time, a
day when we can share time together. Sabbath is, therefore,
the family day par excellence.
A lesson of grace. Sabbath is
the day when we remember that
it is not our achievements that
count, but the gift we receive
from the other—from God and
from our parent, our spouse,
and our brother. To introduce
this perspective of grace into
family life will help us appreciate each other and become
grateful. We will learn not to
take the gift for granted but to
enjoy it as something we did
not deserve, just as the Sabbath

w a s p a r a d ox i c a l l y g i ve n t o
Adam and Eve as a reward for
the work they did not do. This
mentality of grace and gratefulness will contribute to create an
atmosphere of love and joy and
thus promote a happy family.
A lesson of duty. It is noteworthy that both family and
Sabbath are given to mankind
as commandments, as if they
were not natural and spontaneous products. The success of
family does not just depend on
great sentiments and emotions,
or nice words and smiles. The
happiness and the survival of
family depends also on the imperative duty that should oblige
us to respect (Deuteronomy
5:16), to show love (Genesis
25:28; 32:4), to remain faithful (Exodus 20:14), and to do
the chores (Genesis 18:7). In
fact, love and duty are depend e n t o n e a c h o t h e r. L ov e
makes duty possible and easy
and duty makes love strong and
lasting.
A lesson of memory. Both
Sabbath and family convey the
same call for memory. They
both invite an appreciation and
a respect for the past. The Sabbath reminds of the roots of the

universe and the family reminds of our personal and historical roots. Through the
Sabbath, we remember that we
are humans created in God’s
image. Through the family, we
remember our genealogy, the
history of our ancestors and ultimately who we are in human
society. Just as the Sabbath
functions as a pedagogical device which repeats week after
week the lesson from the far
past, the family functions as a
religious community that preserves past traditions and
passes them on through instruction
and
worship
( D e u t e r o n o m y 6 : 7 ; Mi c a h
7:6).
A lesson of hope. It is also
interesting that both Sabbath
and family are likewise the recipient of blessing, suggesting,
thereby, for both of them a horizon of fruitfulness and hope.
For blessing is always in the
Bible associated with promise
and the perspective of a rich
future, health, long life, and
many and enduring progeny
(Genesis 22:17-18). The Sabbath becomes on earth a sign
of hope; and its time quality
points to eternity, to the other

Sabbath of the future kingdom.
Likewise, the family becomes
on earth the place of refuge and
a place that nurtures our nostalgia for the lost paradise, a
sign of heaven.
The biblical ideal of family
has never been so needed. For
we lost all the values and all the
truths that family was supposed
to teach and preserve. We lost
the sense of God the Father and
thus lost the sense of brotherhood. We lost the sense of
God’s image in the human being and thus lost the sense of
wonder and respect toward our
spouse, our parents, our children, and our neighbors. We
lost the sense of time and
memory. No wonder family has
degenerated into an arena
where fights for our pleasure,
our power, and our human happiness have become the priority! We lost God’s dream for
mankind, and therefore, we lost
our home. For as the ancient
rabbis used to say, “A home
where Torah is not heard will
n o t e n d u re” ( In t r. Ti k k u n e
Zohar, 6a).

A Talmudic Principle
“He who loves his wife as himself; who honors her more than
himself; who rears his children in the right path . . . concerning him
it is written: ‘And thou wilt know that thy home is at peace.’”
(Yebamot, 62)
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Roots

The Family of Man
and the Family of God
Robert M. Johnston, Ph.D.
Professor of New Testament and Christian Origins

T
Ultimately, the
family that counts
most is the family of
the Lord.

he Torah is a story
of families—the families of Adam, of Noah,
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and it
is continued on in the stories of
David and his descendants. It is for
a reason that the Bible contains so
many genealogies.
Just about all families are to some
degree dysfunctional, and the families of the Tenach were no exception.
Adam and Eve’s first son killed his
brother. Noah cursed a son who had
been disrespectful. Jacob defrauded
his brother Esau, and one of his sons
was sold into slavery by his other
sons. And so it went. The Bible does
not spare us from stories of sibling
rivalry, jealousy, and violence, and of
domestic discord.
Nevertheless the family was the
most important social unit of Israel,
and family solidarity remains one of
the great strengths of Judaism. But
in a sense, the entire nation was God’s

“house”—His family (Numbers
12:7; Jeremiah 12:7; Hosea 8:1).
The prophets spoke of Israel as His
bride. In the hierarchy of loyalties
this family of the Lord trumped the
fleshly family, so that if one’s own
flesh and blood advocated disloyalty
to the God of Israel, one was obligated to kill them by stoning
(Deuteronomy 13:6-11). The
prophet Micah foretold a time when
natural families would be broken up
because of spiritual discord (Micah
7:6).1
The Torah demands that children
render respect and obedience to both
father and mother (Exodus 20:12),
and failure to do so could result in
punishment of death (Exodus 21:15,
17). Parents also had obligations to
children. Besides bringing them into
the world and nurturing them, they
were to educate them in the will of
the Lord. So it is laid down in the
Shema: “You shall teach them [the

Family solidarity remains one of the great
strengths of Judaism.
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words of God’s commands]
diligently to your children”
(Deuteronomy 6:7).2
Father was the head of the family,
but mother was its heart. Because
in those days a man could have more
than one wife, children were named
by their mothers (e.g., Genesis 30:6),
and to this day Jewishness is transmitted through the mother, not the
father. Both parents shared in the
moral education of their children:
“My son, keep your father’s commandment, and forsake not your
mother’s teaching” (Proverbs 6:20).
Marriage was the expected norm
for men; it was necessary to beget
children. But there were exceptions.
Jeremiah, whom God called to a very
difficult mission, and whose life was
such that it would have been cruel
to expect a woman to share it, was
unmarried. Warriors engaged in holy
war were required to keep themselves
away from women. In later times
certain persons of the Essenes were
celibate, and celibacy was admired
in certain Hellenistic Jewish circles.
Yeshua was unmarried in the literal sense. He knew his destiny,
which was to be certainly no easier
than Jeremiah’s. Besides, when one
reflects upon what was later made of
his mother, one can only imagine
how a wife of Yeshua would have
been regarded. But in a metaphorical sense, just as the prophets of the
Tenach regarded the Lord as Israel’s
husband, so early Christian writers
spoke of the Church as the Messiah’s

The apostles were
concerned about
having good order in
Christian households
bride (Ephesians 5:25; Revelation
19:7). Yeshua had regard for both
the literal and the metaphoric family. He sought to safeguard marriages
from divorce and warned against
even the thought of adultery (Matthew 5:28, 29).
The apostles were concerned
about having good order in Christian households. In listing the quali-

ties that churches should look for in
candidates for church leadership,
Paul states: “He must manage his
own household well, keeping his
children submissive and respectful in

Echoing the words of the Shema, the
Apostle tells fathers to bring up their
children “in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Ephesians
6:4).

In the hierarchy of loyalties this family of the
Lord trumped the fleshly family.
every way; for if a man does not know
how to manage his own household,
how can he care for God’s church?”
(1 Timothy 3:4, 5).
Elders must be “blameless, the
husband of one wife, and his children are believers and not open to
the charge of being profligate or insubordinate” (Titus 1:6).
In the letters of Paul and Peter we
find several “household
codes” that formally
prescribe the correct relationships between
husband and wife, parents and children, and
master and servants. These codes
may have a background in Hellenistic Judaism, for we can find somewhat similar descriptions of domestic duties in the writings of the Jewish philosopher Philo and the Jewish historian and apologist Josephus,
though perhaps not as succinct. A
typical example of an apostolic
household code is in Colossians
3:18-4:1:“Wives, be subject to your
husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.
Husbands, love your wives, and do
not be harsh with them. Children,
obey your parents in everything, for
this pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not
provoke your children, lest they become discouraged. Slaves, obey in
everything those who are your
earthly masters, not with eyeservice,
as men-pleasers, but in singleness of
heart, fearing the Lord. . . . Masters,
treat your slaves justly and fairly,
knowing that you also have a Master in heaven.”
Attending to family duties was a
religious duty: “If any one does not
provide for his relatives, and especially for his own family, he has disowned the faith and is worse than
an unbeliever” (1 Timothy 5:8).

It frequently happened that one
spouse, most often the wife, would
become a believer, but the other
spouse did not. The Apostles gave
instruction for such situations. Paul
said that while the believing spouse
cannot prevent the unbelieving one
from leaving, the believer should not
be the one initiating separation or divorce. “Wife,” he asks, “how do you
know whether you will
save your husband?
Husband, how do you
know whether you will
save your wife?” (1
Corinthians 7:12-16).
Peter admonishes: “Likewise you
wives, be submissive to your husbands, so that some, though they do
not obey the word, may be won
without a word by the behavior of
their wives, when they see your reverent and chaste behavior” (1 Peter
3:1, 2).
Ultimately, the family that counts
most is the family of the Lord. “So
then,” says Paul, “let us do good to
all men, and especially to those who
are of the household of faith”
(Galatians 6:10). “You are fellow citizens with the saints and members of
the household of God” (Ephesians
2:19).

Father was the head
of the family, but
mother was its heart.

1
Earlier, the beginning of the Hebrew nation can be traced to the time
when the Lord commanded Abram
(Abraham) to leave his father’s house
(Genesis 12:1). Abram’s father Terah
was an idolator who served other gods
(Joshua 24:14).
2
Biblical quotations are taken from
the Revised Standard Version.

Winter 1999 / SHABBAT SHALOM 19

Archaeology

Archaeology and the Family
in Ancient Israel
Randall W. Younker, Ph.D.
Institute of Archaeology
Trustee for the American Schools of Oriental Research
Director of Tell Jalul Excavations in Jordan

M

odern Ideas of
Family
Ever since the socalled “Reagan revolution,”
Americans have heard a considerable amount of discussion on
the importance of the family in
our society. This phenomenon
has been commonly associated
with the more religious folks
within our society, especially
within the Jewish and Christian
communities. However, even a
number of secular sociologists
have come to recognize that the
family forms the essential foundational building block of a
healthy and stable society. In
the last several elections all political parties have attempted to
jump on the “family bandwagon.”
Nevertheless, in spite of this
renewed interest in families,
there is not total agreement as
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to just what a “family” is. In
western societies, the idea of
family tends to be vague. There
are, of course, those who argue
that any group of people that
live under the same roof constitute a family regardless of
biological or legal relationships. More traditional folks
argue that a family is equal to
what some classify as the
“nuclear” family consisting of
husband, wife and children.
There is also an understanding
of a more extended biological
family that includes grandparents and a few aunts, uncles,
and their children—cousins.
However, because of the fact
that Western societies are so
mobile, it is not uncommon for
members of this more extended
family not to see each other for
considerable periods of time.
Many families count them-

Many families count
themselves lucky if
they get together
once a year—usually
at Hanukkah,
Christmas, or
perhaps
Thanksgiving.
selves lucky if they get together
once a year—usually at Hanukkah, Christmas, or perhaps
Thanksgiving. Thus, on a dayto-day basis most peoples’ family consists of that group of
people (whoever they are and
however they are related) who
live under the same roof. This
is admittedly a rather small
number of people for most
folks.
Families in the Middle East
The idea of family is quite
different in the Middle East.
Not only are nuclear families
much larger, but also the extended family tends to live
nearby and to be quite interactive with the nuclear family. It
is not uncommon, especially in
Arab society, for a large number of family members, even
beyond the nuclear family, to
live under the same roof or
within the same physical compound. Certainly most neighborhoods within Arab villages
consist of people who are related to each other.
There are a number of reasons as to why family loyalty is
highly prized and maintained
from generation to generation
in Middle East cultures. At
base is the idea that the members of the family need each
other—there is no one else in

the world whom you can count
on or who is so reliable, who
will come to your aid with no
questions asked.
Anthropologists have proposed a number of reasons for
this, most of which can be
traced back to antiquity. One
is the unique variegated climate, topography and environment that Palestine possesses.
For a relatively small country,
Palestine exhibits a large number of ecological niches, including everything from a stark
desert environment, to tropical
zones and temperate tree-covered mountains. Rain patterns
are also variable and unpredictable in terms of timing,
amount and location. Interestingly, while inland valleys may
receive just the right amount of
rainfall at just the right time to
support a bountiful harvest for
the farmers, the folks just over

It was quite easy for
individuals or
smaller family units
to join different
families or tribes if
there was some
advantage to be
gained.

bors if you experienced difficult times. For this reason, the
ancient peoples of Palestine,
including the Israelites, were
quite generous in helping out
their neighbors when the latter
had rough times. You never
knew when you might need
that help in return some day.
Anthropologists refer to this as
the principle of reciprocity.
Reciprocity functioned not
only in the realm of subsistence
(food) sharing, but also in defense against enemies. In a marginal land where subsistence
was uncertain, there would also
be those who would obtain
what they wanted or needed by
forcibly taking it from others.
In order to provide more adequate protection from such
outside raiders, families would
often band together in alliances. Naturally, it was easier
to create and maintain such alFigure 1

.

the mountain may be experiencing a drought. For this and
other reasons, people in ancient
Palestine found that it was important to maintain familial
ties even with more distant
relatives. The folks in a certain
area never knew when they
might have trouble eking out a
living from an unpredictable
land. It was nice to know that
you could count on your neigh-

liances with people who saw
themselves as related to one another. The closer the relationship is, the stronger the alliance. In this regard, it is interesting to note that in the
absence of a serious external
threat there was often intertribal strife. On the other
hand, in view of a major external threat by a strong power
such as Assyria or Babylon,
even people groups or. tribes
that were normally at odds with
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each other, such as the Israelites and the Ammonites, could
reach back to ancient claims of
relatedness to justify an alliance
against a common enemy. (Of
course, from Israel’s perspective, the story of the Tower of
Babel showed that ultimately
all people are related to each
other and descended from the
true God.)
Family Structure in the Bible
A careful review of the Hebrew Bible reveals quite a bit
of information about ancient
Israel’s family structure. Almost everyone is familiar with
the expression the “tribes of Israel.” However, this is just one
of several social organizational
expressions that reveals a rather
sophisticated kin-based social
system. The smallest family
unit was the individual household or nuclear family (Heb.
geber). Beyond the individual
or “nuclear” family unit was the
beth ’ab (“the house of the father”) or the bayit, the family
“lineage.” The next level was
known as the mishpahah
(“ex.
tended family” or “clan”). (For
some scholars there is little difference between the lineage and
the clan). The next level would
be the shebet or matteh
(“tribe”). Finally, there are several terms for the highest and
most inclusive levels of family/
societal organization including
‘am (“people”), shebet-Israel
(“tribes of Israel”), or bene-Israel (“sons of Israel”).
The Archaeology of Family
Archaeologists believe they
can identify this literary description of ancient Israelite
families in the archaeological

Believers are all one
family under God.
record. The basic individual
family house is equated with
the pillared houses —sometimes
called three- or four-roomed
houses because of the number
of rooms these houses typically
possessed (see figure 1). These
houses usually consisted of a
central open court with a dirt

and living.
In m a n y Is r a e l i t e a n d
Judahite villages, clusters of
these pillared houses have been
isolated that appear to correlate
with the beth ’ab (see figure 2).
Examination of the construction of these house clusters suggests that as the family grew,
new houses were added to the
cluster—that is, as a son took
a wife, he might build a new
house close to that of his
father’s original house. It is es-

Figure 2

floor, with a long room on each
side of the court and another
broad room going across the
back. It is thought that many
of these houses had an upper
floor over the three “exterior”
rooms. Cooking and other activities took place in the open
courtyard, while animals might
be stabled in one of the side
rooms. The other side room
might contain wood, food, or
the equipment for various craft
a c t i v i t i e s . T h e b a c k ro o m
might have been for sleeping

Think of how different the world would be if
all humans saw each other as family!
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timated that anywhere from 10
to 30 people might occupy one
of these house clusters. It is
also believed that up to three,
and occasional four, generations would be represented in
these house clusters. That is,
the typical beth ’ab compound
would contain children, parents, grandparents, and occasionally even great-grandparents—each married couple living in their own “pillared”
house, but with the house of
their own children or parents
immediately and physical attached to their own dwelling.
Passageways that interconnect
these clusters suggest that there

was a fairly free flow of family
members from one part of the
compound or house cluster to
another. Undoubtedly the
wealth and resources accumulated by the members of the beth
’ab were usually shared by all.
It is further believed that the
several house clusters that make
up the typical small Israelite
village would generally correspond to the mishpahah
or
.
“clan.” Occasionally a beth ’ab
compound might become too
crowded and some young man
might decide to break off and
establish a new house of his
own. In this manner the house
clusters don’t get too big, but
the village nevertheless continues to grow. Stager (1985: 23)
estimates that there may have
been as many as 20 such beth
’ab house clusters in the village
at Raddana, housing a population of as many as 200 individuals, probably all related.
Similar house clusters have
been found in ancient Israelite
villages at Beit Mirsim, Tell
Far‘ah (N), Tell en-Nasbeh, Tel
Masos and elsewhere. Each
settlement would undoubtedly
be named after the leading family or patriarch of the clan.
Eventually even a village may
become too crowded or the resources in the area around the
settlement too scarce to adequately support the members
of the village. In this case,
some young man or men may
decide to move into the country and establish a new nuclear
house or a series of nuclear
houses that will grow into new
house clusters and villages. The
numerous small settlements,
villages and towns in a given
g e o g r a p h i c a l re g i o n w o u l d
naturally comprise the tribal
t e r r i t o r y. T h e g r o w t h o f
houses, house clusters and villages has been documented by

archaeologists throughout Iron
Age Israel (as well as in the
lands of her neighbors in
Transjordan). Occasionally
this growth would be interrupted by destruction and warfare and the survivors would
have to start the process over.
In some cases they may resettle
the destroyed family village; in
other cases they would establish
a new settlement. Over the centuries, this rebuilding contributed to the formation of the
tells that dot the landscape of
Israel. While we usually think
of these tells as marking great
historical and political events,
in reality they are, for the most
part, a poignant record of common families—not too different from yours and mine—
records of day-to-day activities
of making a living, eating,
drinking, mourning, rejoicing,
and loving—all in the company
of family.
A final thought to consider
is the fluidity of ancient tribal
families. In brief, it was quite
easy for individuals or smaller
family units to join different
families or tribes if there was
some advantage to be gained.
This could be through adoption or some statement of allegiance to the new family. An
example might be Uriah the
Hittite, who faithfully served
King David (although regrettably David returned this loyalty
with treachery). The ancient
concept of being able to easily
be adopted into or join a new
family was taken over by the
early Christian community as
well. Believers are all one family under God. Note how the
early church members used expressions such as brothers and
sisters in the Messiah. Indeed,
until a few years ago it was
quite common in American and
European churches for folks to

refer to fellow members of the
church as “brother” or “sister”
so-and-so. Nowadays, this
form of expression sounds oldfashioned and odd to many.
Nevertheless, the concept that
we are all family is quite biblical. Think of how different the
world would be if all humans
saw each other as family! Perhaps this is a goal worth pursuing as the human family faces
the challenges of the new millennium!
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Viewpoint

Stranger in the Family
A. Hadas

Contact with the stranger, with the one who is not one of us, in no way
jeopardizes the unity and the strength that binds us together, but, on the
contrary, brings us closer together by shedding light on our own separateness,
and leaves us richer than we were before giving.

T

ime and time
again the Bible makes
reference to the
stranger and the need to be hospitable. The family in the Bible is
often seen welcoming the stranger
in its midst. We remember
Abraham and his three guests, Lot
and the angels, etc. The homogeneity of the family is often articulated, in the Bible, with the heterogenous presence of the stranger.
The role of the family in the Bible
is not reduced to the upbringing
of the progeny, nor is it merely a
solace for those present. The family is also a haven for the stranger.
Interestingly, the act of hospitality not only preserves the
stranger from harm, but plays a
primordial role in preserving the
family itself. Saving the stranger
from outside desolation amounts
to saving the family from internal
dissolution or waste. The stranger
has a threefold beneficial role: the
stranger is a mirror, the stranger is
a promise, but the stranger is also
a reminder.
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The stranger: a mirror
The way a community treats its
strangers reflects the way this community treats its own. A society that
wants nothing to do with strangers
does not care well for its own members. Indifference towards the
stranger reflects the indifference the
members of that society have for each
other. A family that cannot welcome
the stranger is a family indifferent to
its own members.
The relationship a family holds
with the stranger reflects also its relationship with God. In the Bible,
God often hides behind the face
of the stranger. It was God, in the
guise of three men, who met
Abraham under the trees of Mamre
(Genesis 18). It is God who hides
behind the hungry, thirsty and naked that Christians are to assist
(Matthew 25:44). God takes the
features of the stranger because,
like the stranger, he is the absolutely Other. Family members that
do not see the stranger are incapable of recognizing the otherness
of God, and are praying to a god

Saving the stranger from outside desolation
amounts to saving the family from internal
dissolution or waste.
that is only the reflection of their
own concerns. Such a family thinks
it is engaged in daily communion
with God, but in fact it is engaged
in a monologue with the god of its
own device.
The way a family welcomes a
stranger reflects the way its members relate to each other and the
way they relate to God. The suspicion a family holds towards strangers is but the symptom that something is not right within its own
midst. But the role of the stranger
is not limited to the present diagnostic of a family’s climate. The
stranger is often, in the Bible, the
custodian of a promise.

A family that
cannot welcome the
stranger is a family
indifferent to its
own members.
The stranger: a promise
The strangers in the Bible never
leave without a blessing. The three
men hosted by Abraham leave him
with the promise of a son. The
strangers hosted by Lot save his life.
Paradoxically, the host-families in
the Bible receive much more than
they give. A striking example of
this is the story of the widow who
hosted the prophet Elijah. She had
but some oil and flour to offer him,
but what she had was multiplied
to sufficiency for the whole time
of famine.
Families who welcome strangers into their midst will receive
more than they give out. It is by
giving that one receives. The
stranger’s insight, wisdom and experience enrich the host-family. A
family that receives no strangers is

condemned to atrophy. It is bound
to crumple and die. It is the
stranger who brings new dynamics to the family. A family closed
up on itself will sooner or later asphyxiate and die. It needs the
stranger to open it up to new horizons, new alternatives, a new life.
But the stranger plays yet a deeper
role by reminding the family members of their own original condition as strangers.
The stranger: a reminder
In the Bible, the commandment
of hospitality comes with a reminder of one’s own history of
alienation: “the stranger who dwells
among you shall be to you as one
born among you, and you shall love
him as yourself; for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt”
(Leviticus 19:34, NKJV).
The presence of the stranger reminds each member of the family
of its past of solitude and exile. The
natural cohesion of the family is
momentarily suspended as each
member reflects on its own estrangement. The presence of the
stranger, for the space of a second,
establishes an incommensurable
distance between the members of
the family: each becomes a stranger
to the other. The presence of the
stranger sheds a mysterious light on
each face.
The cohesion of the family is
suddenly broken to reveal the otherness of each of its members. The
stranger, by his/her presence, has
revealed to the family the forgotten dimension of otherness so
quickly worn out by the monotony
of everyday companionship. And
by revealing the distance between
family members, the stranger succeeds in reigniting their interest
and desire for each other. For desire is only possible in a state of
separation, a state which Shmuel

Trigano refers to as the “desert of
love.” For there to be love between
two people, they must be separate.
When the distance is abolished,
when there is no “other” left, it is
not love, but narcissism. For one
to truly love the other, without dissolving that other into oneself, one
must recognize his utter “strangeness.” This is what the presence of
the stranger helps us to remember:
the otherness of each of the family
members. Before the arrival of the
stranger, we were one, bored and
annoyed with each other. Now, we
remember that each of us is a
stranger to the other, irreducible to
the family name.
The family therefore benefits
from the threefold contribution of
the stranger: a mirror, a promise,
and a reminder. The welcoming of
the stranger is essential to the very
survival of the family. The act of
hospitality is the very nerve of the
family. Welcoming the stranger is
essential to its being-there. The cohesiveness of a group, of a community, is the measure of its capacity
of welcoming heterogenous elements. This brings a new insight
for Jewish-Christian dialogue. We
now know that contact with the

Before the arrival of
the stranger, we were
one, bored and
annoyed with each
other. Now, we
remember that each
of us is a stranger to
the other, irreducible
to the family name.
stranger, with the one who is not
one of us, in no way jeopardizes
the unity and the strength that
binds us together, but, on the contrary, brings us closer together by
shedding light on our own separateness, and leaves us richer than
we were before giving.
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Recent Books
Families in Ancient Israel
Leo G. Perdue, Joseph
Blenkinsopp, John J. Collins, Carol
Meyers
Westminster John Knox Press,
1997; 285 pp., $20.95
What do we know of the Israelite
and early Jewish family and family
life? And how do these insights help
us in present-day families? Four wellknown scholars provide a clear portrait of the family in ancient Israel
and early Judaism from 1200 B.C.E.
to the beginning of the common era. They give insight in its
major features and purposes and determine the role of the household and of the family solidarity in the social and economic context of this culture. This volume also points out the connection
between the social reality of the family household and Israelite
and Jewish understandings of God, Israel, the world, and ethics.
Herein lies the basic reason why the depth of discernment presented in these essays is profitable for the health and well-being of
today’s believing family. One of the authors even argues that “the
Israelite and Jewish household may serve as a paradigm, suggesting how faith and the moral life may be integrated into and then
actualized within the experiences and practices of contemporary
Christian and Jewish families in North American society.”

The Family Handbook
Herbert Anderson et al., editors
Westminster John Knox Press,
1998; 345 pp., $25.95
This encyclopedic volume brings
clarity and focus to a multitude of family issues. Its main goals are “(1) to
help churches and synagogues prepare
individuals for marriages and strengthened family living, and (2) to help all
families to meet better the challenges
they face and to live life more faithfully.” An especially helpful feature is that different themes and
family ministries are approached from a Jewish, Protestant, Catholic, or secular perspective. Thereby the possibility is given to learn
not only from leaders in your own tradition but also to examine
what representatives of other traditions propose. The handbook
consists of four parts and concludes with a very welcome directory of resources for families.
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In Part 1 contemporary perspectives are provided on such
themes as marriage, family, divorce and remarriage, reproductive
technology, and work and tasks of family members. This part outlines the present condition and the future prospects of families in
these areas. The practical information in Part 2 helps rabbis, ministers, laypersons, and professionals from other disciplines to enlarge the vision of ministries to families that churches and synagogues can provide—for example, ministries to those preparing
to marry, to married couples, to children and youth as family members, to single parents, to stepfamilies, to families with homosexual
sons and daughters, to the elderly, and to the abused. Part 3 present
a collection of short essays on key biblical texts which have a bearing on life in families. Part 4 offers historical essays which presents the family in various historical periods from ancient Israel to
the twentieth century. The articles focus especially on the contributions of these periods to our understanding of family.

The Family
Jack O. Balswick & Judith K.
Balswick
Baker Book House, 2nd ed. 1999;
386 pp., $17.99
The Balswicks explain the purpose of The Family right at the beginning: “to present an integrated
view of contemporary family life
which is based upon social-science
research, clinical insights, and biblical truths.” They deal with the theological and social perspectives on
family life, with marriage (mate selection and establishment of a
strong marriage), parenting (child development, parent/adolescent relationships, the family in later life), sexuality (changing
gender roles and authentic sexuality), communication (expressing
love and anger), the social dynamics of family life (power, stress,
divorce, single parenthood, and remarriage), and the family life in
modern society. Throughout the book, the reader will find concepts and numerous ideas for creating or maintaining a strong,
functional family (as well as some amusing cartoons). The wealth
of insights from family sociology based on the biblical concept of
family makes this book well suitable for family studies in the
church, in the synagogue, and in the academic environment.
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Secrets of Daniel: Wisdon and Dreams of a Jewish Prince in Exile
Jacques B. Doukhan • Review and Herald Publishing Association, 2000 • 191 pp., $12.99
In past issues of Shabbat Shalom we excerpted parts of this new study of the book of Daniel;
now it has been released. From the back cover: “This commentary solves several longstanding
problems and sheds new light on many aspects of the cryptic prophecies of Daniel. Fresh insight
is provided regarding such questions as: Does the literary pattern of Daniel contain clues to how
we should interpret his prophecies? Is Michael ‘one of the chief princes’ or is he ‘the first of the
chief princes’? Why did Nebuchadnezzar forget his dream? Why did Daniel undertake his threeweek fast during Passover?
“Jacques B. Doukhan re-creates the world of Babylon, explains obscure allusions, and finds
hidden patterns within the prophecies that help to clarify their meaning. His research in ancient
Jewish sources and knowledge of the original languages make this book a worthy contribution.”
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“I and my house will serve the LORD.”
(Joshua 24:15)
28 SHABBAT SHALOM / Winter 1999

